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ABSTRACT 



This report analyzes how curriculum, especially current 
standards-based reform efforts relating to curriculum, are impacting students 
with disabilities in inclusive settings. Curriculum is defined as both the 
content and methods a teacher uses to plan and conduct a class. The issue 
brief contrasts two different high school social studies programs to 
illustrate the use of either a differentiated curriculum for different types 
of students in different classes or a single, but broadened, curriculum 
designed to work with a wide range of students. It notes the approach 
developed by the Coalition of Essential Schools, which has identified 
"Essential Questions" that all students can address in various ways. Typical 
learning experiences of students under this approach are summarized, from the 
gifted level to those with severe disabilities. Beliefs that foster inclusive 
curriculum are identified and the following eight curricular elements that 
challenge and support all students are discussed: (1) a central unit, 

problem, or question; (2) a unit "grabber" or kick-off activity; (3) learning 
experiences that link; (4) richly detailed source material; (5) varied 
learning formats; (6) multiple assessments; (7) various modes of expression; 
and (8) culminating projects. The report concludes with suggested district 
level or state level questions when developing curriculum standards to 
maximize access and achievement for all students, (Contains 12 references.) 
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and local policies and their effects on school inclusion (Cl$P, 1996), This framewbrk corresponds with the 
prevailing reform paradigm ihHhost;; 5 t a lss';^jfej|islng on.;si§ndardSr?>6i<^^ across six , 

ma{or pol(oy areas^ curriculum, student assessment, accountability, personnel development and professional 
training, finance, and governance. The present issue brief extends the discussion on one of these policy 
areas, namely curriculum: Curriculum has beep described in many ways. ..Some people talk of curriculum as 
the content that is covered In j£ specific class. Others nei^ntam that curriculum Is the instructional strate- 
gies that teachers use;;;; We use: the -term curriculum to describe a course of study, in other words, 
we view curriculum as both the .content and methods a teacher uses to plan and conduct his or her 
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The Impact of Standards-Based Reform 
on Students with Disabilities 

What is the impact of the standards- 
based reform initiative on students with 
disabilities? Intuitively, many people think 
that increasing educational standards ought 
to benefit all students. As it concerns 
students with disabilities, parents and 
educators have long believed that raising 
expectations results in higher achievement. 
Educators often imagine that if our local 
school officials want to increase the 
percentage of students who score in the 



"proficient” or "mastery" categories on state 
assessments, they will want to increase all 
students' access to rigorous academic 
classes and effective teachers. We are 
encouraged by the thought that adopting 
higher expectations for students would lead 
to the dissolution of low-track special 
education classes such as "Applied 
English,” “Everyday Math,” and “Basic 
Science." Perhaps even greater numbers 
of students with disabilities might be 
enrolled in college preparatory classes, 
thus broadening their career options and 
their potential earning power as adults. 
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Furthermore, educators understand that 
adopting high standards for all students 
should promote the elimination of tracking 
and the inclusion of students with 
disabilities more fully in the mainstream of 
general education based on common 



learning standards for all students . 1 In the 
context of standards-based reform, the 
curriculum is viewed as a unifying vehicle to 
ensure that a variety of students "master" 
the same information. 



Thb Relationships Between State Standards, Curriculum Frameworks, •'=. . 

: '' ;V VvpKf- na fional effort to improve the edu cation at achieve meet of America's school children is grounded ini;. 
; the establishment of rigorous learning standards at every level of elementary and seconda^^»ifcatipn? : ln i 
developing a standards-based system, policymakers hop© to refocus teaching andieatnirig on a common 
understanding of what communities expect students' id know and be able to do as a result of their public school 
experience, bnce established, the standards provide th$ foundation for curriculum development -or in the ' 
current parlance'-'- designing eu rriculum frameworks. Cumculum frameworks are outlines that establish 
benchmarks for curriculum content at the various grade ieveis, thus providing the broad context from which \ 
districts then develop their specific curricula.' In some states these frameworks merely provide voluntary 
guidance to local districts as they develop their curriculum, in. other states, the frameworks provide the 
foundation for new statewide assessment systems, as well as guidance for textbook approval, -curriculum - 
priorities, and instructional strategies. ' ; - 

’ For a further discussion of standards and curricglum f rameworks, see What Witt It Take ? Standards-Based 
Education for All Students, National Association of State Boards ot education, 1 996, 



There is, unfortunately, another less 
positive scenario for describing the impact 
of standards-based reform on students with 
disabilities. What if states develop learning 
standards that do not reflect the needs of 
students with disabilities or others who 
traditionally have been only marginally 
included in the educational system? What 
if different standards are developed for 
different kinds of students -- honors 
expectations for honors students, special 
education expectations for special 
education students, etc? If students with 
disabilities are not considered in the 
development of general standards or the 
design of curriculum frameworks, or if their 
test scores are not included in an aggregate 
district score, an even more segregated 



system of education might evolve. It is 
possible that schools would do more 
tracking and students with disabilities would 
have less access to high-level curriculum 
than they do now. Fewer students with 
disabilities might qualify for a "real” high 
school diploma, and their future educational 
and career choices would continue to be 
limited. 

Achieving High Standards in inclusive 
Classrooms 

The situations at two New England high 
schools, close in proximity but far apart in 
terms of educational practice, illustrate the 
contrast between using a differentiated 
curriculum for different types of students 



’As defined in Winners All: A Call for Inclusive Schoo/s (NASBE, 1992), inclusion means that students receiving special educa- 
tion-to the maximum extent possible- reci eve their in-school educational services in the general education classroom with appropriate in- 
class support. Included students attend their home school with their age and grade peers. In inclusive districts, the proportion of students 
labeled for special services is relatively uniform for all the schools within the district, and that ratio reflects the proportion of people with 
disabilities in society at large. 
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and using a single, but broadened 
curriculum that is designed to work with a 
wide range of students. 

In the first case, a large, public high 
school in southern New Hampshire, five 
levels of 9th grade social studies are used: 
honors, college prep, general, basic, and 
special education. These levels are more 
than implicit -- they are used as the actual 
course titles. The curriculum in each of 
these classes -- what teachers teach, what 
students are expected to know, and the 
means through which it is taught -- differs 
greatly. In addition to these levels of social 
studies, some students with the most 
severe cognitive disabilities do not enroll in 
any social studies classes. 

The students in the college prep and 
general tracks do most of their learning 
from a textbook. Each night they are 
required to read a section of a chapter and 
answer several summary questions. In 
class the following day, they discuss the 
previous night’s reading and review the 
homework questions. Then the teacher 
lectures for part of the period (essentially 
going over what the students will read for 
homework that night). If there is time, 
students begin their homework. At the end 
of the chapter, they take a test that usually 
consists of multiple choice, matching, fill-in- 
the-blank, and/or short essay questions. 

Students in the honors classes also use 
a textbook, but the teacher supplements it 
with primary sources. The students write 
essays more frequently and complete 
portions of previous SAT or Advanced 
Placement tests for the end-of-unit 
evaluation. 

Students in the basic class, who study 
citizenship and current events, would 
typically be found in an “LD Resource" class 
in a traditional school. They learn about the 



Constitution, the law-making process, and 
the importance of exercising their right to 
vote. Their teacher uses a variety of 
teaching styles, including cooperative group 
work, hands-on projects, field trips to the 
state capital, and in-class presentations by 
local and state politicians. The teacher has 
the students read a regional or local 
newspaper and discuss current national 
and international events. While the 
learning experiences are rich and varied, 
the students are not held accountable for 
demonstrating that they actually have 
acquired any new knowledge or are able to 
apply it to their own lives. 

Students in the special education class 
-- who represent those labels of mental 
retardation and significant learning 
disabilities -- learn “functional life skills" 
relating to accessing transportation, 
managing money, and using such public 
facilities as the library. 

Students in this school who have 
disabilities and who complete the state 
required course work receive a regular high 
school diploma, unless their lEPs dictate 
modified expectations from the regular 
curriculum. In other words, as long as 
accommodations are only in such areas as 
seating preference, use of calculators, and 
extended time for assignments or test 
taking, and not in the standards themselves, 
these students are considered to have 
achieved the same learning standards as 
students without disabilities. 

In contrast to this example, the social 
studies curriculum is organized very 
differently at another high school located 
not twenty miles from the first. This school 
is a member of the Coalition of Essential 
Schools, a network of high schools working 
to redesign their overall structure, 
curriculum, and assessment procedures to 
improve student learning and achievement. 
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All students at this school enroll in 
heterogeneous, non-tracked social studies 
classes. Tenth grade social studies is the 
same for all students. No special classes or 
rooms exist just for students with 
disabilities. The impact of this school 
organization approach is significant. As 
one social studies teacher reports, 

I was very nervous at first about 
having all students [including 
students with significant 
disabilities] in my room. How 
could I pick material that they all 
could understand and connect 
with? I’ve found out that creating 
questions that all students can 
answer is the key. When I did a 
unit on slavery and the Civil War, 
we used the question, "What 
does it mean to be free?” Some 
students in my class could 
answer that question using 
information from their Civil War 
reading and by thinking about 
the progress of civil rights in the 
U.S. One or two students in my 
class had to approach this 
question first from their own 
personal perspective. “Amro” (a 
student with significant 
disabilities) knows that he is 
treated differently from his 
brothers, and he has a strong 
opinion about that. If we start 
with his personal experience, it’s 
a little bit easier for him to make 
a connection with the Civil War. 

At this high school, creative teaching allows 
students with and without disabilities to be 
taught according to the same standards, 
while bringing different perspectives to the 
classroom discussion. 

The "question” that enabled this teacher 
to connect with all of her students (“What 
does it mean to be free?’’) is an example of 
"Essential Questions" developed by the 
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Coalition of Essential Schools (Sizer, 1992). 
Such questions are used in a curriculum 
design process characterized by "planning 
backwards" from outcomes and the final 
"exhibition’’ of learning to the details of 
curriculum design. Some characteristics of 
“Essential Questions" are: a) there is no 
one right answer; b) the questions are 
intended to help students become 
investigators; c) the questions involve 
thinking — not just answering; d) the 
questions offer a sense of adventure, are 
fun to explore, and try to answer; e) the 
questions imply that all students can answer 
them; and f) the questions require students 
to connect different disciplines and areas of 
knowledge. 

This orientation promotes the 
developement of a unified curriculum in 
which teachers use a variety of materials 
and instructional grouping that allow 
different demonstrations and personalized 
outcomes within the broad question being 
studied. Throughout the Civil War unit, the 
teacher cited above had students read and 
listen to first-person accounts of slaves, 
slave owners, soldiers, politicians, and 
everday citizens who lived through that era. 
The teacher attempted to simulate some of 
the conditions of a slave ship and give each 
student a glimpse into the inhumane way 
that Africans were treated during their 
voyage to America. Students watched 
videotapes of speeches by Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and read contemporary newspaper 
editorials that reflected public sentiment. 

The teacher required every student to 
answer the "Essential Question" first for 
themselves (e.g., what does it mean to you 
to ‘be free’?) and then to reflect on the 
same question from the perspective of 
Americans from other eras. 

What are the outcomes for students and 
how did they demonstrate what they had 
learned? "Esther" and "Brian,” two students 
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who would have been in honors classes in a 
traditional school, learned much more than 
a set of facts about people, places, dates, 
and events connected with the Civil War. 
They had to analyze and synthesize what 
they learned about the war from a variety of 
perspectives that diverse people (slaves, 
slave owners, Northerners, Southerners) 
can have about the same concept -- 
freedom. They then wrote a paper that 
used historical facts to support their 
analysis. In addition, they staged a debate, 
taking the roles and arguing from the points 
of view of slaves, slave owners, and 
politicians. 

For the first time in his life, “Amro" 
learned about the Civil War. He learned 
that some people have different colored 
skin than others and that a long time ago, 
those people were kept as slaves. He 
gained an understanding of what their lives 
were like by comparing their loss of freedom 
to some of his own experiences as a 
student with disabilities who also had been 
segregated in a special education class and 
who still does not have the freedoms that 
most other students have. “Amro” designed 
a collage showing that he understood how 
people all over the world may look very 
different from one another, but that all have 
the right to and desire for freedom. 

For his final exhibition, “Brandon” (a 
student who had significant communication, 
behavioral, and physical challenges) wrote 
a letter to a student thirty years in the 
future. He reflected on the progress that 
had been made in full participation and 
opportunity for people with disabilities. He 
talked about his own frustrations and the 
efforts that schools in the 1990s were 
making to include all students. 

At the Coalition school, students with 
disabilities have specified in their lEPs the 
criteria for graduation and receipt of a high 

Issue Brief 2(2) - July 1 997 
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school diploma. Currently, the diplomas of 
students who need significant modifications 
are marked with an asterisk. College 
admissions officers and/or prospective 
employers are urged to contact the school if 
they want information on the proficiencies 
that a particular student attained in his or 
her modified general education classes. 
Both schools attempt to include students 
with disabilities, but the means and results 
are very different. The first school has 
developed a distinct curriculum for each of 
its five tracks, and once those tracks are 
established the curriculum in each is fairly 
set or static. In contrast, the second school 
has established one basic curriculum that is 
then broadened to meet the needs of 
individual students. This school, by virtue of 
how they construct their curriculum, is more 
inclusive. 

Beliefs About Students and Learning 

Clearly, the teacher referred to above 
and other teachers share a number of 
beliefs about students and learning that 
form the foundation from which a curriculum 
is developed. These beliefs (Onosko & 
Jorgensen, in press) include: 

1 . Ail students can think and learn. 

2. All students have value and unique gifts 
to offer their school. 

3. Diversity within a school community 
should be embraced and celebrated. 

4. All students differ in the ways they most 
effectively learn and express their 
understandings. 

5. All students learn best when they are 
actively and collaboratively building 
knowledge with their classmates and 
their teacher. 

6. All students learn best when studying 
interesting and challenging topics that 
they find personally meaningful. 

7. Effective teaching for students with 
disabilities is substantively the same as 
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effective teaching for all students. 

Characteristics of Curriculum and 
Instruction 

Teachers’ success in developing 
effective, inclusive learning experiences for 
all students emanates from their beliefs and 
philosophy about teaching and learning, 
from the curriculum content guidelines 
adopted by their state and school district, 
and from their utilization of a particular set 
of unit and lesson design principles. 

Determining what and how to teach all 
students - the content of The curriculum” - 
requires that we examine more than just the 
body of Knowledge that currently exists in 
particular academic disciplines. All 
students, including those with disabilities, 
need to learn three Types” of skills: (1) 
dispositions and habits of mind (such as 
inquisitiveness, diligence, collaboration, 
work habits, tolerance, and critical thinking); 
(2) content area knowledge (in science, 
social studies, language arts, computers, 
the arts, etc.); and (3) basic academic skills 
such as reading, writing, and mathematics 
(Sizer, 1992; U.S. Department of Labor, 
1991). 

Educators concerned primarily with 
teaching students with disabilities might 
wish that all schools would develop their 
curriculum - the content of what they teach 
- to address all three of these skill areas. If 
they did, it would be possible for any school 
to address any student’s priority learning 
goals. No school would be “too academic," 
Too vocational,” or Too devoted to the 
basics" for students with disabilities. And 
this could be accomplished by setting high 
standards for all. 

It is inevitable, however, that schools will 
express the preferences of their local 
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community and their teachers by adopting a 
particular “curriculum personality.” This 
may reflect a variety of factors: membership 
in a national organization such as the 
Coalition of Essential Schools or Howard 
Gardner’s Project Zero (a group of research 
projects whose common goal is to develop 
new approaches to learning for the 
individual, group, and institution); district 
funding to adopt a specific set of practices 
(e.g., School-to-Work opportunities); district 
curriculum policy influenced by strong 
political or religious viewpoints (e.g., 
banning outcomes-based education or 
adopting creation science); or teachers 
falling on one side or the other of various 
pedagogical debates (e.g., the 
“constructivist" approach that defines the 
student as an active learner who literally 
constructs meaning from the learning 
experience versus “direct instruction" that 
relies heavily on teacher-directed activities) 
(Gardner, 1983; Johnson & Johnson, 1991; 
Poplin & Stone, 1992; School-to-Work 
Opportunities Act of 1994; Sizer, 1992; 
Tarver, 1992). 

Considering this inevitable variability in 
“curriculum personality” from district to 
district and school to school, we 
recommend that all teachers use some 
common curriculur elements to design 
teaching/learning experiences that 
transcend philosophical differences and 
that result in a learning environment that 
challenges and supports all students. 
Onosko and Jorgensen (in press) have 
identified eight such curricular elements 
(see also the work of M. Hunter, 1971). A 
brief definition of each follows. 

Element #1 : A Central Unit Issue, Problem, 
or Question 

Structuring a unit of study around an issue, 
problem, or essential question creates a 
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framework for the learning experience and 
provides direction and coherence (Onosko 
& Jorgensen, in press). In a standards- 
based curriculum, these "central unit” 
issues are generated by teachers with the 
standards firmly in mind. In the Civil War 
lesson described above, the unit issue is 
"Can you be free, if you are not treated 
equally?” In this unit, students can 
demonstrate their mastery of several 
content standards, depending on the 
particular activities and products the 
teacher has planned. For example, 
students can illustrate that they understand 
the concepts of continuity and change in the 
history of the United States, as well as 
principles and processes of government 
systems. They also should be able to 
comprehend and assess the content and 
artistic aspects of oral and visual 
presentations. 2 

When all students in a classroom are 
focused on addressing a common question, 
differences in learning style and ability are 
less important than the commonality of all 
students constructing meaning in the 
content area, albeit in a personalized way. 
Well-crafted “essential questions" or 
problems offer challenge and accessability 
to all students. 

Element #2: Unit “Grabber” 

Beginning each major unit of study with 
a highly motivating "grabber” or kick-off 
activity can help engage all students. 
Inclusive classrooms are comprised of a 
variety of students, including those who 
already know a good deal of the subject 
matter and can express their knowledge 
well; students who know a lot but have a 
difficult time showing it; students who have 
no prior experience with or knowledge 
about the topic at hand; and students who 



are more interested in alternative rock 
music than in cell structure. A first-day 
activity that proposes a provocative 
question to students (e.g., “If we can clone 
sheep, should we?”) or asks them to state 
an opinion about a dilemma that has 
personal meaning in their lives (e.g., “What 
is worth fighting for?") is another element of 
effective, inclusive curriculum design. 

Element #3: Learning Experiences that Link 

All students need to have explicit 
connections made among individual daily 
learning experiences. Teachers must 
assure that daily activities logically build 
students' knowledge throughout the unit to 
enable them to use the body of newly 
acquired knowledge to answer the 
overarching unit question. For example, 
three activities that might accomplish this 
goal are: (1) identifying various viewpoints 
or positions regarding the unit's central 
issue or problem; (2) identifying key 
concepts, events, or persons related to the 
issue under consideration; and (3) 
identifying and answering questions that 
need to be considered to intelligently 
address the problem or issue. 

Element #4: Richly Detailed Source 
Material 

The use of richly detailed source 
material that represents a variety of student 
learning styles and intelligences assures 
that each student in the class has access to 
the knowledge base in the topic being 
studied. Too often teachers put students 
with reading difficulties at a distinct 
disadvantage from the start by failing to 
augment print-based information sources. 
“Accommodations" such as books on tape, 
commercially available summaries of 
literary works, or being read to by another 



’Example standards taken from “The Show-Me Standards," Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. March, 1996 . 
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student or teacher are inferior options, in 
most cases. Most students would better 
understand a lecture on DNA if the teacher 
included an activity that has the students 
take apart and put together a three- 
dimensional model of the complex double- 
helix molecule. This was in fact the method 
used in a genetics unit at the Coalition high 
school, where the science teacher had 
students build their own construction paper 
model of the DNA molecule after reading 
about DNA, watching a NOVA special on 
heredity, and putting together a plastic 
model. 

Element #5: Varied Learning Formats 

When teachers use a variety of teaching 
formats, such as cooperative groups, whole 
class instruction, student pairs, Socratic 
dialogues, labs, and teacher-student 
conferencing, the probability increases that 
each student’s learning style will be 
addressed. Varying the instructional format 
lessens boredom and predictability and 
gives teachers more opportunities to get "up 
close and personal" with each student to 
assess progress, to analyze the difficulties 
he or she is having with the materials, to 
correct mistakes and misunderstandings, 
and ultimately to adjust future teaching and 
learning experiences based on that 
feedback. 

Element #6: Multiple Assessments 

To ensure powerful student learning, 
teachers need to monitor and assess 
students’ progress throughout the unit, not 
just at the end. The greater diversity found 
in the inclusive classroom makes the need 
for periodic assessment all the more critical. 
For this reason, multiple assessments are 
important elements of inclusive unit design. 
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Element #7: Varied Modes of Expression 

Intelligence is comprised of many 
different kinds of abilities and talents. 

While teachers traditionally tend to 
emphasize verbal-linguistic and logical- 
mathematical intelligences to the exclusion 
of most other talents, teachers in inclusive 
classrooms need to design instructional and 
assessment activities that Tap into" the 
variety of intelligences. For example, in a 
unit on inventions that utilizes all of the 
students' intelligences, musically inclined 
students study the science behind the 
invention of electronic music; "spatially 
smart" students build or draw a new 
invention; and students with strong 
linguistic and interpersonal intelligence form 
a discussion group to write a "policy brief" 
supporting or challenging government 
funding for cloning experiments (Armstrong, 
1994). 

Element #8: Culminating Projects 

Culminating projects provide students 
with opportunities to demonstrate their 
understanding of the unit’s central issue or 
problem through a public presentation. 

When teachers provide choices for how 
students can present their final exhibition, 
including options for written papers, 
demonstrations, oral presentations, and 
building models, each student has the 
opportunity to use his or her favored 
learning style. 

District Level Questions 

Based on the above beliefs about 
students and learning and the elements of 
effective and inclusive curriculum, 
educators and members of local 
communities need to analyze their own 
curriculum and instructional methods 
relative to both the achievement of all 
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students (excellence) and the degree to 
which all students have access to the 
general curriculum and program (equity). 
Table 1 depicts a set of four guiding 
questions that might frame this inquiry, with 
examples of responses from two actual and 
very different districts. 

State Level Questions 

State policymakers, including legislators, 
department of education administrators, and 
state boards of education members need to 
analyze their state standards, curriculum 
frameworks, and assessments using the 
criteria of access and achievement for all 
students, including those with disabilities. 
Table 2 presents guiding questions for 
states and sample responses from the 
author's home state. 

******* 

In summary, since teaching is both a 
science and an art, evaluating student 
learning, designing curriculum, and 
teaching are difficult, to say the least. 
Hopefully, the issues noted above are a 
starting point for states and districts 
concerned with evaluating the extent to 
which their policies support the inclusion 
and achievement of students with 
disabilities in the context of a new 
standards-based curriculum. 
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Table 1. Guiding questions and sample district responses regarding curriculum and students with disabilities. 
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Table 2. Guiding questions and sample state (New Hampshire) responses regarding curriculum and students with disabilities 
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